Hypoparathyroidism after thyroidectomy is a well recognised post-operative complication. Usually however it occurs in the immediate post-operative period. We report here a patient in whom the diagnosis of hypoparathyroidism was made 40 years after thyroid surgery.
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CASE REPORT An 8 1 -year-old woman was referred by her general practitioner with a three-month history of fatigue, generalised muscle weakness, anorexia, insomnia and depression. She also complained of an unpleasant metallic taste in her mouth occurring over the same length of time. Her symptoms were severe enough to give the patient concern as to whether she could maintain her independent lifestyle. Apart from a thyroidectomy carried out Billis, Montgomery and Clarke3 published a paper on partial hypoparathyroidism following thyroid surgery and commented there was no direct relationship between symptoms experienced by patients and calcium deficiency. The reported symptoms are similar to those in our patient. However, our patient was hypocalcaemic on admission and responded to calcium replacement therapy, suggesting that her symptoms were related only to her recent calcium level. She had no previously-documented serum calcium measurement. Thus we are unable to say when in the post-operative period she became hypocalcaemic. Her response to calcium therapy would also make thyrotoxicosis an unlikely cause ofher presenting symptoms. These resolved while her thyroid function test abnormalities persisted. Our patient's latency period of 40 years is the longest between thyroid surgery and the presentation of hypoparathyroidism of which we are aware. Also she presented with vague symptoms related to hypocalcaemia rather than the florid symptoms present in the reported cases. It highlights the value of a serum calcium measurement in elderly patients presenting with vague symptoms.
